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ERROR PREDICTION IN LOGIC AND
MEMORY DEVICES

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application is a divisional of U.S. patent application
Ser. No. 13/567,512, filed Aug. 6, 2012, which is herein
incorporated by reference.

BACKGROUND

Electronic systems are being designed to in accordance
with increasingly more stringent design requirements.
Designing the electronic systems in accordance with increas-
ingly more stringent design requirements often in power sav-
ings, faster performance, and enriched capabilities due to
increased integration. With such electronic systems with finer
design features, it is becoming more difficult to maintain
proper operation of electronic devices within the processing
systems because of stricter tolerances. It is also more difficult
to maintain proper operation as the devices over time because
the electrical characteristics of electronic devices in the elec-
trical systems change over time as the electronic devices age
due to usage.

SUMMARY

The problems noted above are solved in large part by
detecting potential errors that might result from operating
logic and/or memory circuits at an insufficient operating volt-
age. The potential errors are identified by electrically altering
nodes of replica or operational circuits so that the electrically
altered nodes are more susceptible to errors (than the unal-
tered nodes, for example). The electrically altered nodes in an
embodiment are controlled using parametric drivers. A mini-
mized operating voltage can be selected by operating at a
marginal operating voltage and detecting a voltage threshold
at which errors in the electrically altered nodes are detected,
for example.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 shows an illustrative computing device in accor-
dance with embodiments of the disclosure;

FIG. 2 is a logic diagram illustrating an error-predicting
system that includes an error-predictive latch in accordance
with embodiments of the disclosure;

FIG. 3 is a logic diagram illustrating an error-predicting
system that includes error-predictive latch in accordance with
embodiments of the disclosure;

FIG. 4 is a logic diagram illustrating an error-predicting
system that includes parametric drivers in accordance with
embodiments of the disclosure;

FIGS. 54, 5b and 5¢ shows schematic diagrams illustrating
various parametric drivers in an error-predicting system in
accordance with embodiments of the disclosure;

FIG. 6 is a schematic diagram illustrating a memory-to-
logic interface of an error-predicting system in accordance
with embodiments of the disclosure;

FIG. 7 is a schematic diagram that illustrates a logic
OR/NOR-based error prediction unit in accordance with
embodiments of the disclosure;

FIG. 8 is a schematic diagram that illustrates a logic AND/
NAND-based error prediction unit in accordance with
embodiments of the disclosure;
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FIG. 9 is a schematic diagram that illustrates a replica
eight-transistor memory cell for memory error prediction in
accordance with embodiments of the disclosure;

FIG. 10 is a signal diagram illustrating waveforms of a
replica eight-transistor memory cell for memory error predic-
tion in accordance with embodiments of the disclosure;

FIG. 11 is a schematic diagram that illustrates a replica
six-transistor memory cell for memory error prediction in
accordance with embodiments of the disclosure;

FIG. 12 is a signal diagram illustrating waveforms of a
replica six-transistor memory cell for memory error predic-
tion in accordance with embodiments of the disclosure;

FIG. 13 is a flow diagram illustrating determining a mini-
mum operating voltage (Vmin) in a replica memory cell for
memory error prediction in accordance with embodiments of
the disclosure; and

FIG. 14 is a schematic diagram illustrating memory error
prediction by detection of unbalanced capacitances and
incorrect sensing of memory cells in accordance with
embodiments of the disclosure.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

The following discussion is directed to various embodi-
ments of the invention. Although one or more of these
embodiments may be preferred, the embodiments disclosed
should not be interpreted, or otherwise used, as limiting the
scope of the disclosure, including the claims. In addition, one
skilled in the art will understand that the following descrip-
tion has broad application, and the discussion of any embodi-
ment is meant only to be exemplary of that embodiment, and
not intended to intimate that the scope of the disclosure,
including the claims, is limited to that embodiment.

Certain terms are used throughout the following descrip-
tion—and claims—to refer to particular system components.
As one skilled in the art will appreciate, various names may be
used to refer to a component. Accordingly, distinctions are not
necessarily made herein between components that differ in
name but not function. In the following discussion and in the
claims, the terms “including” and “comprising” are used in an
open-ended fashion, and thus are to be interpreted to mean
“including, but not limited to . . . . ” Also, the terms “coupled
t0” or “couples with” (and the like) are intended to describe
either an indirect or direct electrical connection. Thus, if a
first device couples to a second device, that connection can be
made through a direct electrical connection, or through an
indirect electrical connection via other devices and connec-
tions.

FIG. 1 shows an illustrative computing device 100 in accor-
dance with embodiments of the disclosure. For example, the
computing device 100 is, or is incorporated into, a mobile
communication device 129, such as a mobile phone, a per-
sonal digital assistant (e.g., a BLACKBERRY® device), a
personal computer, automotive electronics, projection (and/
or media-playback) unit, or any other type of electronic sys-
tem.

In some embodiments, the computing device 100 com-
prises a megacell or a system-on-chip (SoC) which includes
control logic such as a CPU 112 (Central Processing Unit), a
storage 114 (e.g., random access memory (RAM)) and tester
110. The CPU 112 can be, for example, a CISC-type (Com-
plex Instruction Set Computer) CPU, RISC-type CPU (Re-
duced Instruction Set Computer), or a digital signal processor
(DSP). The storage 114 (which can be memory such as on-
processor cache, off-processor cache, RAM, flash memory,
or disk storage) stores one or more software applications 130
(e.g., embedded applications) that, when executed by the
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CPU 112, perform any suitable function associated with the
computing device 100. The CPU 112 can include (or be
coupled to) RAM 134, which can be static or dynamic RAM
arranged in a common (or separate) substrate. RAM 134
includes an error-predictive unit 136 that is used to detect
various kinds of setup violations at different operating volt-
ages as disclosed herein below.

The tester 110 is a diagnostic system and comprises logic
(embodied at least partially in hardware) that supports moni-
toring, testing, and debugging of the computing device 100
executing the software application 130. For example, the
tester 110 can be used to emulate one or more defective or
unavailable components of the computing device 100 to allow
verification of how the component(s), were it actually present
on the computing device 100, would perform in various situ-
ations (e.g., how the component(s) would interact with the
software application 130). In this way, the software applica-
tion 130 can be debugged in an environment which resembles
post-production operation.

The CPU 112 comprises memory and logic that store infor-
mation frequently accessed from the storage 114. The com-
puting device 100 is often controlled by auser using a Ul (user
interface) 116, which provides output to and receives input
from the user during the execution the software application
130. The output is provided using the display 118, indicator
lights, a speaker, vibrations, image projector 132, and the like.
The input is received using audio and/or video inputs (using,
for example, voice or image recognition), and mechanical
devices such as keypads, switches, proximity detectors, and
the like. The CPU 112 and tester 110 is coupled to 1/O (Input-
Output) port 128, which provides an interface (that is config-
ured to receive input from (and/or provide output to) periph-
erals and/or computing devices 131, including tangible media
(such as flash memory) and/or cabled or wireless media (such
as a Joint Test Action Group (JTAG) interface). These and
other input and output devices are selectively coupled to the
computing device 100 by external devices using wireless or
cabled connections.

Various conditions and events and can cause failures in
electronic devices (such as RAM 143) of computing systems.
Such failures increasingly occur due to the lowering supply
voltages based on process strength (the ability to withstand
degradation of component features due to aging, for example)
and environmental conditions.

Various systems use a variety of methods and systems to
minimize the occurrence of such failures. Some conventional
error prediction systems assess the likelihood of such failures
by using adaptive voltage scaling (AVS) to determine a mini-
mum-acceptable operating voltage at which an acceptable
error rate (including an error-free rate) occurs in an asynchro-
nously propagated (e.g., unlatched) logic or memory path.
The minimum-acceptable operating voltage is determined
during boot time (and/or during test time). Other conventional
systems incorporate tracking circuits—such as ring oscilla-
tors based on inverters, NAND- (negated logical-AND), and
NOR- (negated logical-OR) gates—that track the frequency-
related changes in performance during run time and adjusts
the supply voltage to obtain a desired frequency.

In view of the teachings disclosed herein, it is noted that
AVS systems such as the ring oscillator tracking circuits and
error prediction systems for detection asynchronously propa-
gated logic path fail to address capture potential setup issues
in the propagation of a signal in the asynchronously propa-
gated paths. The design and implementations of the asynchro-
nously propagated logic paths often result in setup violations
due to aging, temperature variation or VDD droop that could
go undetected during initial testing.

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

4

In order to prevent possible setup violations due to a low-
ered operating voltage (e.g., VDD), the operating voltage is
often adjusted upwards to include a guard band, which further
reduces the likelihood of errors in the asynchronously propa-
gated logic path. However, the increased voltage from the
guard band results in higher power dissipation (at a given
frequency) due to the guard band. As disclosed herein, in-situ
setup violation detection circuits in logic and memory paths
are arranged to detect setup violations in, for example latches
and memory devices operating at reduced guard band levels.

Memory-related logic paths such as memory-to-logic
interface paths and memory bit cell-related paths are verified
during initial testing and a “passing Vmin” value is deter-
mined in response to a minimum-acceptable operating volt-
age determined during the initial testing. Once the “passing
Vmin” for the given die is determined, voltage margins are
added on top of it in order to account for aging, temperature
response variation, VDD droop variation, and the like. The
sum of the voltage margins is referred to as the guard-band.
An example guard band could vary from ~60-80 mV to as
high as around 140 mV in order to account for aging and/or
temperature variations, VDD variation, and the like. The use
of an augmented guard band could result in extra power
dissipation that could be as high as 10-12% or more of the
overall power consumption. As disclosed herein, the use of
the in-situ setup violation detection circuits in logic paths
allows reduced guard bands in order to increase power sav-
ings.

The use of the in-situ setup violation detection circuits
enables the actual operating voltage to be brought down to a
just-passing level. The use of the in-situ setup violation detec-
tion circuits in memory circuits also ensures that insufficient
margins for protecting against aging or temperature related
variations (as well as margins of tracking circuits) are detect-
able as failures before an actual bit error occurs. The in-situ
setup violation detection circuits generate a warning signal in
response to a detected failure so that a corrective action (such
as raising the VDD level to enable slightly better margin) can
be taken. Thus, the disclosed error-predicting system allows
the actual operating voltage to be lowered to a level just above
a level that would result in an actual error.

FIG. 2 is a logic diagram illustrating an error-predicting
system 200 that includes an error-predictive latch in accor-
dance with embodiments of the disclosure. Error-predicting
system 200 includes an error-predictive latch 210 that is
coupled to a register input signal and provides a register
output signal. The register input signal is latched by latch 220
in response to a first transition of a clock signal, whereas the
output of latch 220 is latched by latch 222 in response to a
second transition of the clock signal.

Failure of proper latching by latch 220 (resulting from a
setup violation, for example) when operating at lower oper-
ating voltages is predictable by error-predictive circuit 230.
For example, error-predictive circuit 230 includes a delay
circuit 232 that is arranged to shorten the setup time available
for latching the register input signal at latch 234. The latch
234 is typically implemented using an arrangement similar to
the arrangement of latch 220 such thatlatch 220 and latch 234
both exhibit similar operating characteristics. Thus, as the
operating voltage is reduced (as in during AVS system tun-
ing), latch 234 (having a setup time similar to—but shorter
than—the setup time of latch 220) typically fails (while latch-
ing the register input signal during the first transition of the
clock signal due to a setup time violation) before latch 220
would fail to latch the register input signal.

The failure oflatch 234 to a properly latch the register input
signal is detected by comparing the output of latch 220 with
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the output of latch 234. Logic gate 236 is arranged to compare
the output of latch 220 with the output of latch 234 (when the
clock signal is, for example, at a logic level attained after the
second transition of the clock signal, such as discussed below
with reference to FIG. 7 and FIG. 8) and to determine an error
when the output of latch 220 and the output of latch 234 are
different.

To minimize module input-output connections, the error
output of error-predictive latch 210 is combined with an error
output of another error-predictive latch 210. In the example,
the error output signal is logically-ORed with the daisy-
chained error output from another error-predictive circuit 230
to produce another daisy-chained error output. The last daisy-
chained error output is coupled to latch 240 such that the first
transition of the daisy-chained error output signal results in
latch 240 latching the detected error. The detected error is
provided as an amalgamated (top-level) error output. Latch
240 is cleared in response to an error-clear signal. (The error-
clear signal can be asserted by a system controller that is
arranged to select and adjust operating voltages for the system
in response to errors detected by an error-predictive latch
210).

FIG. 3 is a logic diagram illustrating an error-predicting
system 300 that includes error-predictive latch in accordance
with embodiments of the disclosure. Error-predicting system
300 includes memory elements such as error-predicting flip-
flops (EPFFs) 320 and (standard) flip-flops 330 in a logic
circuit 310. Each of the EPFFs 320 is coupled to a register
input signal and provides a register output signal. The register
input signal of each EPFF is latched by a first internal latch in
response to a first transition of a clock signal, and by a second
internal latch in response to a second transition of the clock
signal. (Clocking signals are not shown for simplicity.)

Likewise, each of the EPFFs 320 includes an error-predic-
tive circuit such as error-predictive circuit 230 that (each)
outputs an error signal when a third internal latch (such as
latch 324 being coupled to delay circuit 322) fails to latch a
delayed register input signal properly. Each of the EPFFs 320
provides an output warning (W) signal in response to the
determination that the third internal latch (such as latch 324
being coupled to delay circuit 322) fails to latch a delayed
register input signal properly. Logic gate 312 is arranged to
receive each of the output warning signal from the EPFFs 320
and to provide a composite warning signal when one or more
of the received output warning signals indicates a detected
error of the third internal latch value. The system controller
(see FIG. 4, for example) is arranged to receive a composite
warning signal from various logic blocks and is arranged to
independently adjust an operating voltage and/or an operat-
ing parameter of each logic block that generates a received
composite warning signal.

FIG. 4 is a logic diagram illustrating an error-predicting
system 400 that includes parametric drivers in accordance
with embodiments of the disclosure. Error-predicting system
400 includes a voltage controller 410 is arranged to indepen-
dently (or collectively) select and to generate an operating
voltage for module 420, module 430, and module 440. Each
of the modules 420, 430, and 440 can be a logic and/or a
memory module. Module 420 includes, for example, error
predictive unit 422 and parametric driver 424. Module 430
includes, for example, error predictive unit 432 and paramet-
ric driver 434. Module 440 includes, for example, error pre-
dictive unit 442 and parametric driver 444. Error predictive
units 422, 432, and 442 are adjustable error-predictive cir-
cuits such as error-predictive circuit 230, wherein a parameter
(such as delay 232) is adjustable to detect an operating error
that occurs in response to the adjusted parameter.
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Each of the modules 420, 430, and 440 outputs an output
warning signal in response to a predictive operating error
being detected by a respective error-predictive unit. As dis-
cussed below with reference to FIG. 5, predictive operating
errors are determined in response to the change and an adjust-
able electrical operating parameter such as an operating volt-
age, drive strength, delay amount, output capacitance, and the
like.

The output warning signals are coupled to a respective
input of logic gate 450, which is arranged to generate a
composite warning signal when one or more of the received
output warning signals indicates a detected predictive latch-
ing error by a respective error-predictive unit. The composite
warning signal is coupled to voltage controller 410. The com-
posite warning signal optionally conveys information that
includes an indication of a logic block from which the output
warning signal has been generated and/or an indication of the
kind of predictive operating error that has been detected.

In response to receiving a composite warning signal, the
voltage controller 410 adjusts an operating parameter. For
example, voltage controller 410 adjusts the operating voltage
of a logic block in which the predictive operating error was
detected. The voltage controller 410 also typically adjusts an
operating parameter within the parametric driver in one or
more of the logic blocks. For example, voltage controller 410
adjusts the output voltage of a parametric driver of a logic
block in response to the logic block and the kind of detected
predictive operating error (such as a setup delay) indicated by
the received composite signal.

An output signal is generated from each parametric driver
(424, 434, and 444) in response to an operating parameter
(such as a minimum operating voltage) selected by voltage
controller 410. Each output signal generated from each para-
metric driver is coupled to an input of multiplexer 460. Volt-
age controller 410 is arranged to select which multiplexer
input is to be coupled to the output of multiplexer 460.
Accordingly, alogic block can be identified as having a higher
probability of failure and functionally replaced through using
selected redundant logic blocks. In various embodiments, the
parametric drivers have parametrically controlled outputs
that are coupled to the inputs of addressable (e.g., selected)
circuit components (e.g., not necessarily multiplexers per se).

FIGS. 5a, 5b, and 5¢ are schematic diagrams illustrating
various parametric drivers in accordance with embodiments
of the disclosure. The operation of the various parametric
drivers is discussed below with reference to FIG. 9 and FIG.
14.

FIG. 6 is a schematic diagram illustrating a memory-to-
logic interface of an error-predicting system in accordance
with embodiments of the disclosure. System 600 is arranged
to detect for setup timing violations in a logic path at a
memory-to-logic (and/or logic-to-memory) interface. (As
discussed above, such setup timing violations occur much
more frequently when the circuitry is operating at lowered
operating voltages and/or at operating “corner” conditions.

The setup timing violations in a logic path could result in
single or multiple bits failure based on the amount of viola-
tion. While the illustrated embodiment involves logic-to-
memory and memory-to-logic periphery interface paths
(such as formed by logic circuits 620 and 630 respectively),
other embodiments of operating error prediction include test-
ing for setup timing violations in logic paths that might not be
exposed to static timing analyses and critical path methods.

System 600 includes a memory element such as I/P (input)
latches 610. The I/P latches 610 can be transparent latches or
registers, which optionally include error-predicting flip flops.
The I/P latches 610 are coupled to bus that includes address
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(ADDR), enable (EZ), write (WZ), data, and write enable
(WRENZ). The 1/P latches 610 are arranged to receive clock-
ing signals from logic circuit 620 which are used to trigger the
latching of data signals that are input to the I/P latches 610.
The data outputs of the data latched in the I/P latches 610 are
coupled to logic circuit 630. The outputs of logic circuit 630
are coupled to clock gates 650. (The clock gates are normally
only operative when the clock is either high or low as dis-
cussed below with reference to FIG. 7 or FIG. 8.) Error
prediction unit 640 is optional as discussed below.

In operation, the input data is captured by the I/P latches
610 at a first edge of a clock (such as the rising edge) and held
during a complete cycle of the clock. When the I/P latches 610
are registers (that do not include error-prediction flip-flops),
the input setup time is evaluated at the interface of the input
registers that arranged at the boundary (e.g., periphery) of the
logic-to-memory interface. Thus, a setup violation (at the
rising edge of the clock, for example) where an input is
latched incorrectly results in an incorrect value being propa-
gated through logic circuit 630. The incorrect value is detect-
able at the interface boundary at which clock gates 650 are
arranged, for example. The incorrect value is detected by
clock gates 650 using a comparison signal from logic circuit
620 to compare with one or more outputs of I/P latches 610 as
propagated through logic circuit 630. Thus, in designs where
the input data is propagated through a register, the setup
timing is determined at the boundary point. In this case,
regular input registers can be replaced with EPFF to detect
errors and generate warning signals in response to the
detected errors. In designs where the input data is propagated
through a latch, the setup is determined at the point further
down the logic chain at the point where data “meets” the
clock. In this case, the error prediction unit is placed at the
point of interaction of the data with clock to generate warning
signals.

In an embodiment, the registers incorporating error-predic-
tion flip-flops are similar to having two registers with a first
register having a delayed input and a XOR-based pass-
through logic that is arranged to generate an error signal. The
EPFF thus allows the error-prediction circuitry to be incor-
porated in critical paths at design time, which shortens design
cycle times and provides a standardized approach to reducing
operating voltage guard bands.) Thus, the setup time calcu-
lation (e.g., evaluated by progressively lowering an operating
voltage and determining whether the register correctly
latched the input using the “stressed” conditions) accurately
determines the response of the latching circuit (without inter-
vening circuitry such as logic circuit 630) to the “stressed”
inputs.

When the latching circuit has a design that is similar to the
latching circuit of the error-prediction flip-flop, the setup time
calculation even more accurately measures the point at which
the latching circuitry would begin to fail (which allows for a
smaller guard band for an actual operating voltage). Thus, a
setup violation is detected without the variations in the propa-
gation in an incorrect value being propagated through logic
circuit 630 and without the variations induced by clock gates
650 using a comparison signal from logic circuit 620 to com-
pare with one or more outputs of I/P latches 610 as propagated
through logic circuit 630.

When the I/P latches 610 are latches (such as transparent
latches that do not include error-prediction flip-flops), the
input setup time is also evaluated at the interface of the input
registers that arranged at the boundary (e.g., clock gates 650)
of'the logic-to-memory interface. For example, the I/P latches
610 are transparent while the input clock remains low and
then latched when the clock transitions high. Thus, a setup

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

8

violation (at the rising edge of the clock, for example) where
an input is not-quite latched and/or transmitted incorrectly
results in an incorrect value being propagated through logic
circuit 630. The incorrect value is detectable at the interface
boundary at which clock gates 650 are arranged, for example,
and is manifested as a delayed output 660 or a “glitch” 670.

An error-prediction unit 640 is also arranged to detect an
input setup violation by monitoring the output of logic circuit
630 (at the boundary of the logic-to-memory interface). In
contrast to the clock gates 650, the error prediction unit 640 is
arranged to detect a failure of a latch to hold a latched value
within a single clock period. For example, the error prediction
unit operates in response to a negative transition of the clock
(as discussed in FIG. 7 below) or in response to a positive
transition of the clock (as discussed in FIG. 8 below). Thus,
the setup time calculation (e.g., evaluated by progressively
lowering an operating voltage and determining whether the
register correctly latched the input using the “stressed” con-
ditions) accurately determines the response of the latching
circuit (which allows for a reduced guard band for avoiding
actual errors when operating at an actual operating voltage).

FIG. 7 is a schematic diagram that illustrates a logic
OR/NOR-based error prediction unit in accordance with
embodiments of the disclosure. Error prediction unit 700
includes an input delay line that includes a series of inverters
(802,704,706, and 708) that is arranged to produce a delayed
version (one or more of signals AZ, BZ, and B) of the data
input (signal A). Both the original input (signal A) and the
delayed version (one or more of signals AZ, BZ, and B) are
applied to pull-up network 710 and to pull-down network 720
so that the delayed version of the input is compared with the
(non-delayed version of the) input to determine a transition
after the latching of the data (signal A) as discussed below.

When the error prediction unit 700 is coupled to the data
output of a transparent latch that latches data using a falling
edge (for example) of a register clock (RCLK), the data
output is stable (with A equaling B and with AZ equaling BZ)
after the falling edge of RCLK (in normal operation). Thus
transistor 740 is turned on when RCLK is high, which forces
the first input of OR-gate 750 to be low (which indicates the
lack of a detected error).

When RCLK transitions low, transistor 730 is turned on
which applies power to the pull-up network 710. When a
transition (if any) occurs in (input) signal A when RCLK is
low, a propagation delay from inverters 702, 704, and 706
momentarily activates the signal A-gated PMOS (p-type-
metal-oxide-semiconductor) transistor and the signal
BZ-gated PMOS transistor, which momentarily forces the
first input of OR-gate 750 to be high (which indicates the
detection of an error). Likewise (one inverter-delay later), the
propagation delay from inverters 704, 706, and 708 momen-
tarily activates the signal AZ-gated PMOS transistor and the
signal B-gated PMOS ftransistor, which also momentarily
forces the first input of OR-gate 750 to be high (which indi-
cates the detection of an error). When the change in the input
signal is fully propagated through the input delay line, either
the first leg (A- and B-gated NMOS—n-type-metal-oxide-
semiconductor—transistors) or the second leg (AZ- and BZ-
gated NMOS transistors) is activated and dumps (e.g., shunts)
the capacitive charge to ground, thus quickly restoring the
first input of OR-gate 750 to indicate the lack of an error.

Thus any change in the input signal A after RCLK transi-
tions low (which indicates the latch did not successfully latch
the propagated data input and that the setup time was vio-
lated), is detected and coupled to the first input of OR-gate
750. The error input (ERR-IN) that is coupled to the second
input of OR-gate 750 is coupled from the error output of
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another error prediction unit 700 such that an amalgamated
errors signal (e.g., ERR-OUT) is output by OR-gate 750. As
discussed above, the amalgamated errors signal is used to
determine a guard band for an actual operating voltage that is
determined, for example, (in part, at least) by successively
lowering a test operating voltage until a setup error is encoun-
tered and the amalgamated error signal is asserted.

FIG. 8 is a schematic diagram that illustrates a logic AND/
NAND-based error prediction unit in accordance with
embodiments of the disclosure. Error prediction unit 800
includes an input delay line that includes a series of inverters
(802, 804, 806, and 808) that is arranged to produce a delayed
version (one or more of signals AZ, BZ, and B) of the data
input (signal A). Both the original input (signal A) and the
delayed version (one or more of signals AZ, BZ, and B) are
applied to pull-up network 810 and to pull-down network 820
and so that the delayed version of the input is compared with
the (non-delayed version of the) input to determine a transi-
tion after the latching of the data (signal A) as discussed
below.

When the error prediction unit 800 is coupled to the data
output of a transparent latch that latches data using a rising
edge (for example) of a register clock (RCLK), the data
output is stable (with A equaling B and with AZ equaling BZ)
after the rising edge of RCLK (in normal operation). Thus
transistor 840 is turned on when RCLK is low, which forces
the first input of NAND-gate 850 to be high (which indicates
the lack of a detected error when the ERR-IN signal coupled
to the second input of NAND-gate 850 is low).

When RCLK transitions high, transistor 830 is turned on
which applies power to the pull-down network 820. When a
transition (if any) occurs in (input) signal A when RCLK is
high, a propagation delay from inverters 802, 804, and 806
momentarily activates the signal A-gated NMOS transistor
and the signal BZ-gated NMOS transistor, which momen-
tarily forces the first input of NAND-gate 850 to be low
(which indicates the detection of an error). Likewise (one
inverter-delay later), the propagation delay from inverters
804, 806, and 808 momentarily activates the signal AZ-gated
NMOS transistor and the signal B-gated NMOS transistor,
which also momentarily forces the first input of NAND-gate
850 to be low (which indicates the detection of an error).
When the change in the input signal is fully propagated
through the input delay line, either the first leg (A- and
B-gated PMOS transistors) or the second leg (AZ- and BZ-
gated PMOS transistors) is activated, which thus quickly
restores the first input of NAND-gate 850 to indicate the lack
of an error.

Thus any change in the input signal A after RCLK transi-
tions high (which indicates the latch did not successfully latch
the propagated data input and that the setup time was vio-
lated), is detected and coupled to the first input of NAND-gate
850. The error input (ERR-IN) that is coupled to the second
input of NAND-gate 850 is coupled from the error output of
another error prediction unit 800 such that an amalgamated
errors signal (e.g., ERR-OUT) is output by NAND-gate 850.
As discussed above, the amalgamated errors signal is used to
determine a guard band for an actual operating voltage that is
determined, for example, (in part, at least) by successively
lowering a test operating voltage until a setup error is encoun-
tered and the amalgamated error signal is asserted.

FIG. 9 is a schematic diagram that illustrates a replica
eight-transistor memory cell for memory error prediction in
accordance with embodiments of the disclosure. Replica
memory cell 900 includes a static RAM memory cell 910
having eight transistors. Memory cell 910 when the write
word line (WWL) is high and read from when read word line
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(RWL) is high. FIG. 5a is schematic diagram illustrating a
variable drive strength parametric driver in accordance with
embodiments of the disclosure. Parametric driver 500 in an
example embodiment is arranged to drive a read/write line of
an addressable memory (such as RAM). Thus parametric
driver 500 is arranged to reduce the RWL/WWL supply volt-
age. Reducing the word line (WL) supply voltage affects both
the read mode and the write mode. In read mode, reducing the
WL supply voltage reduces current (I, ;) of the reference bit
(bit under tracking). In write mode, reducing the WL supply
voltage reduces the design margins allowed for ensuring a
successful write operation. Reducing the WL is an example of
a technique for reducing the electrical tolerances of the ref-
erence bit worse (e.g., such that the probability of the refer-
ence bit failing is greater than the probability of the functional
bit failing).

Parametric driver 500 includes a driver (e.g., inverter) 510
and a drive-strength network 520. Driver 510 is powered by
(power) signal VDDAR (array VDD) and has a drive-strength
that varies as a function of VDDAR. Parametric driver 500 (as
well as parametric drivers 540 and 560) is used to degrade the
functionality of a reference bit cell so that the reference bit
cell will likely fail before the actual functional bit cell pro-
duces a failure.

Another example of reducing the WL is by using a para-
metric driver for COLSEL (column select) gate 932. FIG. 554
is schematic diagram illustrating a variable delay parametric
driver in accordance with embodiments of the disclosure.
Parametric amplifier 540 is arranged to delay the of the write
of the data into the memory cell by delaying the write driver
enable signal. Delaying the “turn on” of the write buffer
lessens the time available to write into the memory bit cell,
thus selectively increasing the likelihood that the reference bit
cell would fail.

Parametric driver 550 in an example embodiment is
arranged as a column selector 540 of an addressable memory
(such as RAM). The column selector 540 is arranged to drive
the write bit line (WBL) when both output of the column
selector 540 is high and the precharge (P) signal is high.
Parametric driver 550 includes a logic gate 530 and a delay
network 520. Logic gate 530 is arranged to generate an (in-
verted) column select signal. The (inverted) column select
signal is coupled to an inverter/driver 552 that is arranged to
generate a (non-inverted) column select signal (COLSEL)
having a least amount of delay. The (inverted) column select
signal is also coupled to a first delay circuit (DEL1) that is
coupled in series with inverter/driver 554 that is arranged to
generate a (non-inverted) column select signal (COLSEL)
having a first delay that is longer than the least amount of
delay generated by inverter 552. The (inverted) column select
signal is also coupled to a second delay circuit (DEL2) that is
coupled in series with inverter/driver 556 that is arranged to
generate a (non-inverted) column select signal (COLSEL)
having a second delay that is longer than the first delay. The
(inverted) column select signal is also coupled to a third delay
circuit (DEL2) that is coupled in series with inverter/driver
558 that is arranged to generate a (non-inverted) column
select signal (COLSEL) having a third delay that is longer
than the second delay.

The composite COLSEL has a delay that is selected by
selectively applying power to selected inverters (for example,
inverter 552, inverter 554, inverter 556, and/or inverter 558).
In similar fashion as described in FIG. 54, a controller (such
as voltage controller 410) is arranged to select an operating
voltage for the parametric driver and to select one or more of
the inverters. Selecting one or more of the inverters individu-
ally selects each “leg” of the delay network to select a com-
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posite delay of the parametric driver. The delay circuits in
each leg can be selected to have different sizes (such as a
geometric progression) so that the delay can be finely
adjusted using a range of binary values, for example.

In “split rail” (e.g., having a first power supply for the
memory cells and a second power supply that is adjustable
independently of the first power supply) systems, the periph-
ery logic is tested independently of the memory cell power
supply. The periphery logic is tested independently of the
memory cell power supply by placing error detection and
warning generation in periphery logic. Accordingly, setup
paths in the memory are testable using parametric drivers. In
contrast, single power supply systems (or in split rail memory
systems having a periphery supply and an array supply that is
also lowered to minimum possible limit) can be more simply
tested using a lowered operating supply and disclosed devices
such as the EPFF.

The drive-strength network can also be used, for example,
in place of the delay circuit 232 (referenced above with
respect to FIG. 2), to form an error-predictive circuit that is
sensitive to a degraded drive-strength. A predictive operating
error occurs when the latch having an input that is adjusted by
an operating parameter fails to latch the same value as a latch
coupled to the (unadjusted) input. In this case, a latch having
a delay adjustment control is used for error detection (“replica
path”) and a latch without the delay adjustment control is used
in normal functional paths. Accordingly, the drive-strength
network is used to make the replica path less electrically
tolerant (with respect to the normal functional path) and thus
making the replica path fail before functional path in the case
of setup timing degradation (which can occur due to aging,
temperature variation, and operating voltage droop). Thus,
both the operating voltage and the input adjustment param-
eter can be adjusted to predictively determine an operating
error. The operating voltage (used in normal operation, for
example) can be selected in response to both the detection of
the error and the selected drive strength used at the time the
predictive operating error occurred. With reference again to
FIG. 9, the values of write bit line signal (WBL) and the write
bit line complement (WBLB) are written to memory cell 910
when the write word line (WWL) is high. Bit line driver in
column input/output (COLIO) 920 includes complementary
drivers for driving signals WBL and WBLB. Signal WBL is
generated in response to a comparison of signal D (data)
generated by state machine 990 and signal COLSEL (column
select) by gate 932, whereas signal WBLB is generated in
response to the comparison by gate 934 of signal DN (data
negated) generated by state machine 990 and signal
COLSEL. Signal COLSEL is generated by gate 930 in
response to bus COLSEL signals 0, 1, 2, and 3 (COLSEL__
0/1/2/3).

The value of memory cell 910 is read via signal read bit line
(RBL) when signal read word line (RWL) is high. Signal RBL,
is precharged when signal column select read (COLSELRD)
is low. Signal COLSELRD is generated by gate 952 in
response to bus COLSELRD signals 0, 1, 2, and 3
(COLSELRD__0/1/2/3). Signal virtual ground (VGND) is
used to discharge the charge on signal RBL when
COLSELRD is low and in response to one of two stored
values in the memory cell 910. Signal RBL is buffered by
inverter 950 as well as tri-state inverter 954 such that the
output of memory cell 910 is selectively verified by the state
machine 990.

State machine 990 includes a complementary driver 936
that is arranged to drive the signals D and DN in response to
signal WRENZ, and the output of flip-flop 1 (FF1) 940. FF1
940 is arranged to generate values for signals D and DN that
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toggle at (for example) every rising edge of COLSEL. Signal
reset (RESET) is arranged to reset the flip flops (940, 960,
970, and 980) in the state machine 990. Flip-flops 960, 970,
and 980 are arranged to verify the output of memory cell 910
as discussed below with reference to FIG. 10.

FIG. 10 is a signal diagram illustrating waveforms of a
replica eight-transistor memory cell for memory error predic-
tion in accordance with embodiments of the disclosure.
Waveform diagram 1000 illustrates a clock (CLK) signal
having a write period 1002 and a read period 1004. During the
write period 1002, signal COLSEL 1020 has a falling transi-
tion 1022 (in response to the rising edge of CLK) and a rising
transition 1024 (in response to the falling edge of CLK). Also
during the write period 1002, signal WWL 1030 has a rising
transition 1032 (in response to the falling edge of COLSEL
1020).

At rising transition 1032, memory cell 910 is written to
using the signal D, which is the propagated value of FF1 940.
At every rising edge 1024 of COLSEL 1020, the value of
signal D is toggled by FF1 940. At the falling edge 1022 of
COLSEL 1020, a first value (the current state resulting from
the reset signal being asserted, for example) of D is latched
into FF2 (flip-flop 2) 960. The first value of D is also latched
in the memory cell 910, when signal WWL 1030 goes low
(such that the value of signal D is latched by memory cell 910
via the drive strength of the cross-coupled inverters). Also at
the falling edge 1022 of COLSEL 1022, the value of FF3
(flip-flop 3) 970 is set to a logic one (which is the opposite
value of the reset state) so that the RESET signal of FF4
(flip-flop 4) 980 is held to a non-reset state. Accordingly, FF4
980 is reset when signal RESET is asserted, and only before
the first falling edge 1022 of COLSEL 1020 that occurs after
the RESET signal is de-asserted. Thus, FF4 980 is arranged to
latch the result of a comparison of the first read (after reset) of
the memory cell 910 with the first value that is latched in FF2
960.

Memory cell 910 is read during read period 1004. The
rising edge of CLK 1010 during read period 1004 causes
rising edge 1042 of signal RCLK_L AT 1040, which in turn
causes therising edge 1052 ofread word line (RWL) 1050. As
discussed above, the rising edge 1052 of RWL 1050 enables
the reading of the read bit line (RBL, which is the value stored
by the memory cell 910) via inverter 950 as well as tri-state
inverter 954 (which is enabled when RWL is active high).
When the read value of the RBL is different than the first value
that is latched in FF2 960 (as determined by eXclusive-OR
gate 956), an error condition is determined. When the error
condition is determined, the indication of the error (generated
by XOR-gate 956), the indication of the error is latched by
FF4 980 in response to the falling edge 1044 of RCLK_LAT
1040.

The replica eight-transistor memory cell allows “tuning”
of memory cell by functionally testing the replica memory
cell over a range of voltages to determine a voltage at which
the replica cell begins to produce errors. The voltage at which
the replica cell begins to produce errors can be determined by
a linear search (where for example a test operating voltage is
gradually decreased each test until a failure is encountered) or
by a binary search (where for example the test operating
voltage is increased by half of the difference of the current
operating voltage and the previous operating voltage when an
error is encountered and the test operating voltage is
decreased by half of the difference of the current operating
voltage and the previous operating voltage when an error is
not encountered).

The reduced voltage test on the replicais used to provide an
actual basis from which to estimate the effects of operation at
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reduced voltages on all bit cells and accompanying logic. For
example, the effects of lower operating voltages upon control,
precharge, initialization, writing, and reading, sensing opera-
tions, and the like are evaluated using the replica memory cell
and determining the minimum operating voltage at which
errors start to be encountered. The empirically determined
value for a minimum operating voltage is, for example,
adjusted upwards by a factor that is preselected to preserve
power and to maintain a desired degree of confidence that no
error will likely occur. The factor can be specified as an
absolute value or a percentage and can be selected by a user
with respect to the criticality of the application of the system
and the probability of failure of the device that the replica
circuit is used to predict performance.

The replica path is tuned (for example, “stressed”) in order
to ensure that the replica cell gives out an error warning before
a bit in the actual (functional) bit cells would fail. Various
critical paths are tuned so as to provide error predictions
based on the tuned path in the replica memory cell. For
example, the WL can be tuned by using a parametric driver to
“stress” the WL line with an increased delay, tristated driver
can be tuned with an increased delay, and/or the delay logic
tuning in the global read bit line path tuned.

In various embodiments, multiple replica memory cells are
included with different replica memory cells being used to
test different critical paths. For example, the pulse width of'a
write operation can be tuned by adjusting electrical param-
eters using at least three different approaches. In a first
approach, the value of signal WWL is suppressed by using a
circuit such the circuit of FIG. 5a where individual transistors
control diode-drops in voltage for the output signal. In a
second approach, the value of WBL and/or WBLB is
increased by using a switch diode arranged similar to FIG. 5a
except that PMOS transistors are used to incrementally pull
the value up to the positive power supply rail. In a third
approach, the COLSEL signal is selectively delayed by using
a circuit such as the circuit illustrated in FIG. 55. Thus, the
three approaches can be used collectively or singly in a dif-
ferent combination to test write operations in each of several
replica memory cell circuits.

Also, for example, the pulse width of a read operation can
be tuned by adjusting electrical parameters using at least three
different approaches. In a first approach, the value of signal
RWL is suppressed by using a circuit such the circuit of FIG.
5a where individual transistors control diode-drops in voltage
for the output signal. In a second approach, the value of the
strength of tri-state 954 is tuned by adding and/or removing
parallel PMOS and/or NMOS transistors using control sig-
nals. In a third approach, the output of the tri-state 954 is
selectively delayed by using a circuit such as the circuit illus-
trated in FIG. 5b. Thus, the three approaches can be used
collectively or singly in a different combination to test read
operations in each of several replica memory cell circuits.

FIG. 11 is a schematic diagram that illustrates a replica
six-transistor memory cell for memory error prediction in
accordance with embodiments of the disclosure. Replica
memory cell 1100 includes a static RAM memory cell 1110
having six transistors.

The values of bit true (BT) signal and the bit complement
(BC) are written to memory cell 1110 when the word line
(WL) is high. Bit line driver in column input/output (COLIO)
1120 includes complementary drivers for driving signals BT
and BC. Signal BT is generated in response to a comparison
by gate 1132 of signal D (data) generated by state machine
1190 and signal COLSEL (column select), whereas signal BC
is generated in response to a comparison of gate 1134 of
signal DN (data negated) generated by state machine 1190
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and signal COLSEL. Signal COLSEL is generated by gate
1130 in response to bus COLSEL signals O, 1, 2, and 3
(COLSEL__0/1/2/3).

The value of memory cell 1110 is read using sense amp
1150 when transistors 1152 are turned on when the signal
read line select (RLSEL) is low. Signals BT and BC are
precharged by precharge PMOS 1122 transistors. Signal
RLSEL is forced low in response to a clock signal going high
during a read period (as discussed below with respect to FIG.
12). The sense amp 1150 is enabled by signal enable sense
amp (ENSA) after the signal RLSEL is forced low. The output
of'the sense amp 1150 is coupled to XOR-gate 1156 such that
the output of memory cell 1110 is selectively verified by the
state machine 1190.

State machine 1190 includes a complementary driver 1136
that is arranged to drive the signals D and DN in response to
signal WRENZ, bit select control, and the output of flip-flop
1 (FF1) 940. FF1 940. Flip-flop 1 (FF1) 1140 is arranged to
generate values for signals D and DN that toggle at (for
example) every rising edge of COLSEL. Signal reset (RE-
SET) is arranged to reset the flip flops (1140, 1160, 1170, and
1180) in the state machine 1190. Flip-flops 1160, 1170, and
1180 are arranged to verify the output of memory cell 1110 as
discussed below with reference to FIG. 12.

FIG. 12 is a signal diagram illustrating waveforms of a
replica six-transistor memory cell for memory error predic-
tion in accordance with embodiments of the disclosure.
Waveform diagram 1200 illustrates a clock (CLK) signal
having a write period 1202 and a read period 1204. Internal
clock (INTERNAL CLK) 1220 signal is generated in
response to the CLK signal and has a shortened pulse width
with respect to the positive portion of the CLK duty cycle.
During the write period 1202, signal COLSEL 1230 has a
falling transition 1232 (in response to the rising edge of CLK)
and a rising transition 1234 (in response to the falling edge of
INTERNAL CLK 1220). During both write period 1202 and
the read period 1204, signal WL 1240 has a rising transition
1242 (in response to the rising edge of INTERNAL CLK
1220).

At rising transition 1242, memory cell 1110 is written to
using the signal D, which is the propagated value of FF1
1140. At every rising edge 1234 of COLSEL 1230, the value
of'signal D is toggled by FF1 1140. At the falling edge 1232
of COLSEL 1230, a first value (the current state) of D is
latched into FF2 (flip-flop 2) 1160. The first value of D is also
latched in the memory cell 1110, when signal WL, 1240 goes
low (such that the value of signal D is toggled almost imme-
diately after the current value of D is latched by memory cell
1110). Also at the falling edge 1232 of COLSEL 1230, the
value of FF3 (flip-flop 3) 1170 is set to a logic one (which is
the opposite value of the reset state) so that the RESET signal
of FF4 (flip-flop 4) 1180 is held to a non-reset state. Accord-
ingly, FF4 1180 is reset when signal RESET is asserted, and
only before the first falling edge 1232 of COLSEL 1230 that
occurs after the RESET signal is de-asserted. Thus, FF4 1180
is arranged to latch the result of a comparison of the first read
(after reset) of the memory cell 1110 with the first value that
is latched in FF2 1160 during the preceding write operation.

Memory cell 1110 is read during read period 1204. The
rising edge of WL 1240 during read period 1204 causes the
falling edge 1252 of signal RLSEL 1250, which couples the
output of the memory cell 1110 to the sense amp 1150 inputs.
The falling edge of WL 1240 during read period 1204 causes
the rising edge of signal RLSEL 1250, which de-couples the
output of the memory cell 1110 from the sense amp 1150
inputs. The rising edge of signal RLSEL 1250 causes the
rising edge 1262 of ENSA 1260, which enables the sense amp
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1150 to amplify the received charge from the memory cell
1110. The falling edge of ENSA 1260 is generated in
response to the falling edge of CLK 1210 signal during the
read period 1204. Signal output latch control (O/P LATCH
CTL) is generated in response to ENSA such the falling edge
of ENSA 1260 triggers the falling edge 1272 of O/P LATCH
CTRL 1270.

As discussed above, the output of sense amp 1150 is moni-
tored by XOR-gate 1156. When the read value of the output of
sense amp 1150 is different than the first value that is latched
in FF2 1160 (as determined by XOR-gate 1156), an error
condition is determined. When the error condition is deter-
mined, the indication of the error (generated by XOR-gate
1156), the indication of the error is latched by FF4 1180 in
response to the falling edge 1244 of O/P LATCH CTRL 1270.

The replica six-transistor memory cell allows “tuning” of
memory cell by functionally testing the replica memory cell
over a range of voltages to determine a voltage at which the
replica cell begins to produce errors. The voltage at which the
replica cell begins to produce errors can be determined by a
linear search or by a binary search, for example.

The reduced voltage test on the replica is used to provide an
actual basis from which to estimate the effects of operation at
reduced voltages on all bit cells and accompanying logic. For
example, the effects of lower operating voltages upon control,
precharge, initialization, writing, and reading, sensing opera-
tions, and the like are evaluated using the replica memory cell
and determining the minimum operating voltage at which
errors start to be encountered. For example, write operations
can betested as discussed above with respect to FIG. 10. Read
operations in a six-transistor arrangement the RWL can be
tuned by reducing the RWL supply voltage (by providing a
word line row that is separate from the actual memory cells
word lines), by lowering the RWL voltage itself (as discussed
above), and/or tuning the sense amp voltage differential
(Vdifl) can be tuned by increasing or decreasing a capaci-
tance in the first, the second, or both of halves of the sense
amp 110 (as in FIG. 5¢, for example).

The empirically determined value is, for example, adjusted
upwards by a guard band factor that is preselected to preserve
power and to maintain a desired degree of confidence that no
error will likely occur. The guard band factor can be specified
as an absolute value or a percentage and can be selected by a
user with respect to the criticality of the application of the
system and the probability of failure of the device that the
replica circuit is used to predict performance.

FIG. 13 is a flow diagram illustrating determining a mini-
mum operating voltage (Vmin) in a replica memory cell for
memory error prediction in accordance with embodiments of
the disclosure. In operation 1310, power built-in self-test
(PBIST) testing of the memory is initiated to determine a
Vmin of the memory system.

In operation 1320 it is determined whether the minimum
operating voltage that is determined for memory operations
in a device is substantially (e.g., above the margin of a pre-
selected guard band) better than the minimum operating volt-
age that is determined for logic circuits in the device. (The
device may include memory devices on a first substrate and
logic circuits on a second substrate.) If it is determined that
the minimum operating voltage for the memory is substan-
tially better than the minimum operating voltage that is deter-
mined for logic circuits in the device, program flow termi-
nates at operation 1330 because there is no need to use a
replica circuit for memory operations. Otherwise, program
flow continues in operation 1340.

In operation 1340, an initial Vmin is raised by X delta
points for tuning a replica circuit, where X is an initial esti-
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mation that is selected to provide an optimal distribution of
successes and failures over which different values for tuning
circuits are swept (e.g., from low values to high values).
Program flow continues in operation 1350. In operation 1350,
the replica circuit is tested using a test operating voltage of
“Vmin+X delta points” by tuning circuits (by sweeping the
values, for example) to obtain the values at which the least
number of errors occur (best tuning for passing) and for the
greatest number of errors occur (worst tuning failing). The
replica tuning circuits may include a programmable capaci-
tance for selectively balancing (or unbalancing) internal
nodes (e.g., nodes BT and BC) of a sense amp.

Program flow continues in operation 1360, where it is
determined whether both tuning values for failing and tuning
values for passing were obtained. If both the tuning values for
failing and tuning values for passing were obtained were not
obtained, program flow proceeds to operation 1370 where the
replica bit is changed for a new test and program flow
branches back to operation 1350 where a higher test operating
voltage is used (when no passing values were obtained, for
example) or a lower test operating voltage is used (when no
failing values were obtained, for example). Otherwise, pro-
gram flow proceeds to operation 1380.

In operation 1380, the replica bit is tuned using a binary
search algorithm to obtain a value that is “just passing” (e.g.,
justabove a value at which the replica starts to produce errors)
at Vmin+X delta points. Program flow proceeds to operation
1390 where the Vmin of the system is determined to be
Vmin+X points+Y, where Y is a guard band selected to avoid
encountering errors in the replica, but low enough to save
substantial (e.g., measurable) amounts of operating power.

FIG. 14 is a schematic diagram illustrating memory error
prediction by detection of unbalanced capacitances and
incorrect sensing of memory cells in accordance with
embodiments of the disclosure. Replica sense amp 1400 is
arranged to perform detection of potential memory failures
that might occur due to an incomplete precharging one of the
bit-lines. For example, an insufficient precharge period and
capacitive imbalances in self-timed memory might lead to the
sense amps incorrectly reading the charge stored in memory
cells.

Pre-charging is typically a last stage of a read cycle from a
sense amp, and thus is a common source of failures when the
read cycleis too short (and/or the operating voltage is too low)
with respect to the response time of a sense amp. An incom-
plete bit line precharge often results in read failures because
an insufficient bit line precharge affects the voltage differen-
tial (Vdiff) at a sense-amplifier input when sense amplifier is
enabled.

Replica sense amp 1400 is arranged as a skewable (e.g.,
changing the relative balance of capacitances of the internal
sense nodes) precharge sense amplifier replica. The replica
shares electrical operating characteristics with operational
circuits (such as operational sense amps) that are being rep-
licated by the replica. The precharge sense amplifier replica is
arranged having tunable capacitive coupling wherein the
capacitive coupling is tuned (selectively balanced/unbal-
anced) at lowered operating voltages to cause detectable
operating errors in the replica (“prediction”). The capacitive
coupling is ultimately tuned such that there is a relatively
small safety margin so that errors in the replica circuit typi-
cally would not occur (but would occur in the replica before
being manifest in operational sense amps).

When an operating error in the replica is detected, an action
upon the system (replica and non-replica circuits) is taken so
that operating errors that would otherwise occur in actual
operational (e.g., non-replica) memory cells are avoided. For
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example, an action to be taken to avoid operating errors that
would otherwise occur includes increasing the operating volt-
age of the system. The disclosed skewed precharge sense
amplifier is used in combination with the disclosed setup
error prediction system for memory to logic interface paths to
form a complete error prediction system for split rail memory
architectures that support lowered operating voltages.

In operation, signal pre-control clock (PRE_CONTROL._
CLK) is derived from an enable preamp (ENPRE) external
clock signal via precharge delay circuit 1450. Before the
pre-control clock transitions high, the data bit line (DBL) and
the data bit line bar (DBLB) are both precharged by PMOS
1410 transistor(s).

Signal pass-off (PASS-OFF) is also derived from the
ENPRE signal via inverters 1452 and 1454. The pass-off
signal (when low) is arranged to switch PMOS transistors
1432 and 1436 to an “on” state, which allows the internal
sense amp nodes bit true (BT) and bit complement (BC) to be
respectively precharged by signal DBL and DBLB.

When the pre-control clock transitions high, the write
select clock (WRITE_SEL_CLK) is also transitions high and
is arranged to force the data bit line (DBL) low via transistor
1430 while forcing the data bit line bar (DBLB) high via
transistor 1430. When PMOS transistors 1432 and 1436 are
switched to an “off” state (in response to the rising edge of
ENPRE, for example), the voltage of internal sense amp node
BC drops by a substantial amount due to capacitive coupling
(e.g., from gate capacitors 1440, 1442, and 1444) and the
voltage source being switched off. A substantial amount of
voltage drop is an amount of voltage drop that results in an
incorrect reading by the sense amp (such as when the voltage
of node BC drops below node BT). In an embodiment, a
voltage drop of 40 millivolts is substantial.

The signal enable sense amp bar (ENSAB) pulse is trig-
gered in response to the rising edge of signal ENPRE. Signal
ENSARB is a negative-going pulse that is generated by an odd
number of inverters 1456 and gate 1458 that are arranged as a
pulse generator. The width of the pulse is adjustable by the
number of inverters used in the odd number of inverters 1456.
The signal enable sense amp (ENSA) is a positive going pulse
that is generated via inverters 1460, 1462, and 1464 from
signal ENSAB.

Transistors 1422, 1424, 1426, and 1428 are arranged as the
cross-coupled inverters of a sense amplifier where node BT is
coupled to the input of the inverter formed by transistors 1426
and 1428 and where node BC is coupled to the input of the
inverter formed by transistors 1422 and 1424. The sense
amplifier is triggered by the assertion of signal ENSA (which
is coupled to the gate of NMOS transistor 1438) that simul-
taneously couples the drains of transistors 1424 and 1428 to
ground (to force either node BT or BC to ground depending
on the relative charges “sensed” by the gates of each inverter).

In correct operation, the node BT remains higher than node
BC, which causes NMOS transistor 1428 to lower node BC to
ground. Transistors 1470 and 1478 are enabled by the active
states of ENSA and ENSAB respectively. Transistor 1474 is
“oft” due to the high state of node BT (during correct opera-
tion), while transistor 1476 is “on” due to the low state node
BC (during correct operation). Thus, the gate formed by
transistors 1470, 1474, 1476, and 1478 passes a high logical
value as an input to inverter 1482 (which drives the error_out
signal with a low value).

When an error is encountered (such as when the node DBL
and thus node BT do not fully precharge), node BC does not
drop below BT when the pass transistor 1436 is shut off by the
rising edge of signal pass_off. The rising edge of ENSA

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

18

activates transistor 1438, which—in response to the stronger
biasing by node BC—causes node BT to be driven to ground
via NMOS transistor 1424.

Thus the logic state of node BT is low and the logic state of
node BC is high. With transistors 1470 and 1478 being
enabled by the transition to active states of ENSA and
ENSARB respectively, the source of transistor 1474 drives the
input of inverter 1482 to a low state (which indicates the
presence of a detected error). Latch 1480 is arranged to latch
the detected error until polled by system logic or reset, for
example.

Signal sense amp precharge (SAPRE) is generated in
response to the transitioning of the signals ENSAB and PAS-
S_OFF to an inactive state. Thus, the precharge sense 1420
transistors are activated at the trailing (e.g., falling) edge of
signal ENSA (which occurs before the trailing edge of the
pre-control clock). Signal SAPRE is also generated in
response to a delayed version (PASS-OFF__DEL) of signal
PASS-OFF so that signal SAPRE is not triggerable before the
rising edge of signal ENSA. Signal SAPRE is arranged to
precharge the sense amplifier internal nodes BT and BC by
activating the precharge sense 1420 transistors that provide a
power signal for precharging signals BT and BC.

Due to manufacturing inconsistencies, the capacitance of
the nodes for signals BT and BC are not (normally) physically
identical. When the capacitance of the nodes is not equal, the
signals BT and BC do not achieve the same voltage at the end
of a relatively short precharge cycle (e.g., when the pre-
control clock is active low). The greater the voltage differen-
tial (Vdiff) of signals BT and BC (due to, for example, an
inadequate precharge of node DBL), the greater the likeli-
hood that the relatively charge read from a memory cell (such
as a six-transistor-based memory cell 1110) would be inter-
preted incorrectly when sensed by a sense amp.

The relative capacitance at nodes BT and BC is selectively
adjusted using parametric driver 560. FIG. 5¢ is schematic
diagram illustrating a variable capacitance parametric driver
in accordance with embodiments of the disclosure. As men-
tioned above, variable capacitance is used in replica bit cell to
degrade sense-amp voltage differential tolerances. The vari-
able capacitance is used to change the performance of the read
operation. When reading a differential voltage signal, vari-
able capacitive coupling is used to create an artificial imbal-
ance in the sense amplifier that is arranged to read the differ-
ential voltage signal. The capacitive imbalance thus
negatively affects the voltage differential generated at the
sense amplifier by the reference bit, which thus increases the
likelihood of failure of the reference bit cell.

Parametric driver 560 in an example embodiment is
arranged to drive a precharge line. The capacitance of the
precharge line typically varies as a function of the operating
voltage used to power the circuitry coupled to the precharge
line. Parametric driver 560 includes a driver 570 and a capaci-
tive network 580. Driver 570 is arranged to generate a signal
used to precharge bit lines for a bit cell of a memory device,
for example. The precharge line is coupled to the capacitive
network 580. The (effective) capacitance of the capacitive
network 580 is selected by selectively asserting one or more
of capacitor enable lines (CAP1_ENSAB, CAP2_ENSAB,
and/or CAP3_ENSAB).

In similar fashion as described in FIGS. 5a and 55, a
controller (such as voltage controller 410) is arranged to
select an operating voltage for the parametric driver and to
select one or more of the capacitors. Selecting one or more of
the capacitors individually selects each “leg” of the capacitive
network 580 to select a composite capacitance of the para-
metric driver. The gate areas (used as capacitors) in each leg
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can be selected to have different sizes (such as a geometric
progression) so that the delay can be finely adjusted using a
range of binary values, for example.

The drive-strength is independently adjustable using drive-
strength network 580. A controller (such as voltage controller
410) is arranged to select an operating voltage for the para-
metric driver and to select one or more of control signals
CTRL1, CTRL2,CTRL3, and CTRL4. Selecting one or more
of control signals CTRL1, CTRL2, CTRL3, and CTRL4
individually selects each “leg” of the drive-strength network
to select a composite drive strength of the parametric driver.
The transistors driving each leg can be selected to have dif-
ferent sizes (such as a geometric progression) so that the drive
strength can be finely adjusted using a range of binary values,
for example.

The capacitive network can also be used, for example, in
place of the delay circuit 232, to form an error-predictive
circuit that is sensitive to a programmable capacitance. A
predictive operating error occurs when a memory cell having
an input that is adjusted by an operating parameter fails to
latch the same value as a memory cell coupled to the (unad-
justed) input. Thus, both the operating voltage and the input
adjustment parameter (e.g., capacitance) can be adjusted to
predictively determine an operating error. The operating volt-
age (used in normal operation, for example) can be selected in
response to both the detection of the error and the selected
capacitance used. Thus, each kind of the parametric drivers
500, 540, and 580 is used to test the effect of the reduction in
the array voltage on the bit cell functional behavior. In con-
trast to delay producing elements (such as inverters, NAND-,
and NOR-gates), the response to lowering of supply to the bit
cells has second-order effects (such as read failures due to
insufficient I, , that affects the voltage differential, or write
failures due to the inability to write into the bit cell).

With reference again to FIG. 14, gate capacitors 1440,
1442, and 1444 form a programmable capacitance network
that is arranged to tune the capacitance of node BC (e.g., with
respect to node BT) in response to an input command. For
example, the capacitance of node BC is increased or lessened
in accordance with the state of signals capacitor 1 enable
sense amp bar (CAP1_ENSAB), capacitor 2 enable sense
amp bar (CAP2_ENSAB), and capacitor 3 enable sense amp
bar (CAP3_ENSAB). More or less gate capacitors of the
same and/or differing sizes can be used to form the program-
mable capacitance network as discussed above with reference
to FIG. 5c¢. Thus, the capacitance of node BC is tunable, and
can be tuned in accordance with the method discussed above
with reference to FIG. 13 to obtain a minimum operating
voltage that is selected to produce detected errors in the
replica circuit before errors would be caused in operational
circuitry by the operating at the selected minimum operating
voltage.

The various embodiments described above are provided by
way of illustration only and should not be construed to limit
the claims attached hereto. Those skilled in the art will readily
recognize various modifications and changes that could be
made without following the example embodiments and appli-
cations illustrated and described herein, and without depart-
ing from the true spirit and scope of the following claims.
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What is claimed is:

1. A memory apparatus comprising:

a state machine having a reset state, a first state where a first
flip flop is configured to generate a data signal, and a
second state where a second flip flop is configured to
latch a first value of the data signal; and

a memory cell configured to be latched with the first value
of the data signal, wherein a third flip flop in the state
machine is configured to be in the reset state and then to
a non-reset state such that a result of a comparison of a
first value of the memory cell with the value of the data
signal that is latched in the second flip flop, indicating an
error, is stored in a fourth flip flop in the state machine.

2. The apparatus of claim 1, comprising a voltage control-
ler that is arranged to apply a subsequent operating voltage to
the memory cell that is higher than a previously applied
operating voltage in response to the comparison.

3. The apparatus of claim 1, wherein the memory cell is a
six-transistor static RAM.

4. The apparatus of claim 1, wherein the memory cell has
an electrically degraded path for testing a write operation
exercising at least one of a write word line (WWL) node, a
word bit line WBL node, and a column select signal
(COLSEL) node, wherein the subsequent operating voltage is
selected in response to the comparison.

5. The apparatus of claim 1, wherein the memory cell has
an electrically degraded path for testing a read operation
performing at least one of reducing the RWL supply voltage,
lowering the RWL voltage itself, and tuning the sense amp
voltage differential (Vdift) by increasing or decreasing a
capacitance in a the sense amp coupled to the memory cell,
wherein the subsequent operating voltage is selected in
response to the comparison.

6. A method for determining a minimum operating voltage
in a memory, comprising:

precharging bit lines and internal nodes of a memory cell;

writing a first value of a data signal to the internal nodes of
the memory cell, the first value of the data signal also
being latched in a flip flop;

enabling a sense amplifier that is coupled to the internal
nodes to generate an output, wherein at least one of the
internal nodes is coupled to a programmable capacitance
network;

determining whether the output is equal to the first value of
the data signal being latched; and

adjusting a capacitance value that is generated by the pro-
grammable capacitance network in response to the result
of the determination.

7. The method of claim 6, comprising selecting a subse-
quent operating voltage in response to the determination
whether the output is equal to the first value of the data signal
being latched.

8. The method of claim 6, wherein the capacitance is
adjusted to increase the capacitance of the programmable
capacitance network, wherein the capacitance is increased
relative to the capacitance of the complementary internal
node.

9. The method of claim 6, comprising providing an error
signal in response to the determination whether the output is
equal to the first value of the data signal being latched.
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